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The Conquest of Fear 


MISSIONARY FRIEND related an in- 
} cident which occurred while he was 
ministering to a small village of native 
people in a remote part of the Philip- 
pine Islands. In the middle of the night he was 
awakened by a terrific clamor and, looking around, 
he saw the whole village parading by the light 
of torches, making as much noise as they could 
with tomtoms, horns and voices. Upon investiga- 
tion, he found that during the wake following the 
death of a member of the tribe, at a dinner at which 
the property of the deceased was to be divided 
among friends and relatives, one of the guests, in 
the style of Macbeth, thought he saw a ghost and 
evidently had a heart attack. This was interpreted 
as an indication of an attack of evil spirits and, in 
consequence, the whole village joined in making as 
much noise as possible in order to drive them away. 
Since time immemorial, noise has always been con- 
sidered one of the chief means of driving evil spirits 
away. | 

My friend told me the story to indicate how im- 
possible it is for those of us who have lived in civi- 
lized society to realize what life is like in places 
where all existence is believed to be haunted by 
malignant spirits and people live in continual fear. 
[33 


He said that the only thing he could do, and that 
obviously was a great deal, was to teach these people 
and particularly the children that God is not only 
the father of Jesus Christ but of all mankind and 
is a loving father. Therefore, God is far more 
powerful than all the demons put together. 


One does not have to be a student of the New 
Testament to be impressed by the fact that belief in 
evil spirits was prevalent in Jesus’ day. Indeed, Jesus 
Himself was accused of “being possessed of the 
devil.” Despite Jesus’ assurance of the protecting 
care of a loving Father, however, the belief in 
demons and witches, black magic and other kinds 
of superstition has persisted until our scientific age. 
Belief in malignant spirits was probably at its 
height in the Middle Ages during the period from 
the sixth to the fourteenth century. Edward Lecky, 
the historian, observes that there is the record of 
‘scarcely a Christian saint who had not on some 
occasion encountered a visible manifestation of an 
evil spirit.” The demons were believed to cause all 
the ills which befall man, such as plagues, pestilence, 
thunder storms, lightning, sickness, accidents and 
insanity. Indeed, the first church bells were not 
rung to call people to worship but to scare away 
the demons so that the people could come together 
in safety to worship God. The “ Black Death ” of 
the fourteenth century, which was probably the 
worst plague ever to afflict Europe, was attributed 
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to demons and to the Jews, who were believed to be 
possessed of demons. Asa result, thousands of Jews 
were persecuted and killed in Germany and Switzer- 
land as originators of the plague. 

One has only to be aware of the many people to- 
day who are so dependent upon amulets that they 
will not embark upon a new undertaking without 
one; or of the thriving business of astrologers and 
fortune tellers, to realize that the fear of evil 
spirits is extremely prevalent even at the present 
time. A recent radio announcement that no more 
ouija boards were available in a large eastern city is 
an indication of the wide use of this mechanical 
prognosticator of the future. 


For a good many years, Dr. Joseph Fort Newton’ 
has written a column on religion carried by many 

newspapers throughout the 
The Demon country. As a result, he has re- 
Fear ceived thousands of letters annu- 
ally asking his advice on personal problems. Com- 
menting on these letters he writes, “From them 
I learned that the greatest obsession which bears 
down upon man is fear.... People do not realize 
what they are afraid of, but there is some great 
haunting specter that confronts them constantly. 
There is much more fear of human life in human 
hearts than there is fear of death. It is the unknown 


1The Churchman, April 15, 1944. 
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which confronts men and women, that strikes ter- 
ror into their hearts and souls.” 


Dr. F. R. Barry* in his book Christianity and Psy- 
chology bears out these findings and declares, “There 
are men and women in plenty whose lives are fet- 
tered and their moral energies imprisoned by an 
undefined but haunting fear. They are afraid of life 
and afraid of death; they are even half afraid of 


themselves.” 


I doubt if there is one of us who has not at some 
time found himself oppressed by fear. Therefore, 
it is well for us to look at the problem of fear 
squarely in the face. 


A well-known psychiatrist, Dr. Smiley Blanton,” 
says that there are only two fears present at birth: 
the fear of falling and fear of loud noises. Then 
he adds, ‘t but man fortunately has an unlimited 
capacity for learning new fears — otherwise he 
would have been exterminated long ago.” Pre- 
liminary to any discussion of fear it is important 
to realize that fear is one of the most valuable assets 
which man has because it protects him and causes 
him to invent means of avoiding and overcoming 
all kinds of dangers which would injure or anni- 
hilate him. Some years ago a family tried to bring 
up their only child in such a way that he would 


1 Christianity and Psychology, F. R. Barry, page 148. 


2 Faith Is the Answer, Blanton and Peale. 
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never realize the meaning of fear. I don’t know 
why they decided to bring the child up this way. 
Perhaps one of the parents had been obsessed by a 
fear and said: “ Of one thing I am going to be cer- 
tain in the rearing of my child; he is not going to 
be haunted by fear.” In any case, the parents did 
all in their power to prevent the child from know- 
ing fear. As a result, one day the child ran out 
of his yard into the street and was killed by an 
automobile. 


Therefore, we must distinguish between a healthy 
and unhealthy fear. A fear of a specifically danger- 
Un healthy ous object such as a moving auto- 

mobile is a perfectly normal healthy 
Fear fear, just as the fear of an enemy 
would be a normal fear for a soldier in time of 
war. The soldier’s fear would quicken his percep- 
tion and stimulate him to quicker thought and 
action. One may well fear an operation, but at the 
same time he should be able to face it and through 
knowledge and faith overcome that fear so that he 
can enter the operating room calmly. 

On the other hand, when overwhelming fear 
creates panic or hysteria that inhibits and paralyzes 
one’s thought and action, it is harmful. Or again, 
if a man is filled with fear concerning his own 
health and he has no reason to believe that he is not 
in good health, his fear is an unhealthy or morbid 
fear. Anxiety, according to Dr. Blanton, is “chronic 
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fear,” and it is this type of neurosis which has ren- 
dered many men unfit for our armed services. 

All of us know the fears that attack people. There 
is the fear of unpopularity, failure, loneliness, pov- 
erty, unemployment (even when one has a good 
job), illness (when one is healthy), of people, that 
one’s sins will be exposed, of impending calamity, 
of death. It should be noted parenthetically that 
most psychologists agree that the fear of death is 
usually a screen for a fear of life. The man who 
declares that he is afraid of death is usually afraid 
that something that he does not want to have hap- 
pen will occur in the near future. Therefore, he 
hates to look forward to longer life. Thus a haunt- 
ing fear of life itself impels him to declare his fear 
of death. 


Of course, some people say: “‘ Their fears are.im- 
aginary. Those who have them ought to forget 
about them. Then they will no 
longer be disturbed.” Psycholo- 
gists agree that there is no such 
thing as an imaginary fear. The object feared, how- 
ever, may be imaginary. One may be afraid of 
something that does not exist, except in the im- 
agination. However, the fear itself is a reality and 
its existence means that there is something disturb- 
ing the individual in the unconscious depths of the 
mind. Consequently, the suggestion to forget the 
fear is simply bad advice, which if followed would 
[8] 


No Imaginary 
Fears 


mean repressing the fear or forcing it to become 
more deeply imbedded in the unconscious. Then at 
some later time, when the individual suffers emo- 
tional or physical shock, the old fear will come to 
the surface with a tormenting reality that may 
precipitate a nervous breakdown. This is the ex- 
planation of why individuals, who might live 
happy and integrated lives in their home town, so 
frequently went to pieces when during the war they 
were suddenly thrust into the whirl of a defense 
plant or the military life. Fears and anxieties previ- 
ously dormant become alive to torment and haunt 
them until their equilibrium breaks down. They are 
listed as victims of anxiety neurosis, shell-shock or 
some other emotional illness. 


When a mind is haunted by fear, it is all im- 
portant that a search be made for the cause, for 
almost invariably if the object of the fear is im- 
aginary, the fear disappears when the cause is dis- 
covered and understood. For instance, Mr. A.* had 
suffered from boyhood a fear of being seized from 
behind. In consequence, whenever he entered a 
room he always chose a seat with his back as close 
to the wall as possible. He also found himself fre- 
quently looking back over his shoulder. At the 
age of fifty-five, he returned to the home of his 
childhood. He visited a neighbor who still ran the 


ie Psychology for Religious Workers, Dewar and Hudson, page 
8. 
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grocery store that he had managed in Mr. A.’s child- 
hood. In the course of reminiscing the grocer said, 
““T remember how as a boy you used to grab pea- 
nuts from the front stand. One day I decided to 
put an end to this frequent theft. Seeing you com- 
ing I hid behind a barrel and after you had taken 
some peanuts I jumped out and grabbed you from 
behind. You screamed loudly and fell fainting to 
the sidewalk.” When thus recalled, Mr. A. recol- 
lected the incident vividly and after the period of 
readjustment the fear disappeared. 

A frequent experience is that of Mr. B., who was 
promoted to a position in his firm which required 
his speaking to large groups of salesmen. He wanted 
to do the job well, but unfortunately he discovered 
that when he rose to speak, he was overcome by 
stage fright and was completely tongue-tied. He 
consulted a psychiatrist who helped him to recol- 
lect some childhood experiences. At the age of six 
he had been selected to speak a piece at the com- 
mencement exercises at school. When he got up on 
the platform, he found that he had completely for- 
gotten what he had memorized and had to leave the 
platform covered with chagrin and a sense of 
failure. 

Two years later he was to give a recitation before 
his class and again was unable to do so. This time, 
the teacher as a punishment held him up to the 
ridicule of the class. These two incidents made 
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public speaking such a fearful situation that the 
adult response was entirely conditioned by the 
childhood experiences. After the incidents had been 
recollected, the fear gradually disappeared and he 
filled his new position capably. 


Most of us are not bothered by specific fears such 
as that of being seized from behind, but rather by 
Fear of a vague, undefined fear of the future 

or unknown. Many keen observers 
the Future \arned us a few years ago that after 
the war our country would be in danger of entering 
into a period of great conservatism, if not reaction. 
The recent hysteria against Communism, greater in 
this country than in most others, is evidence of the 
accuracy of this warning. This is a natural trend 
following a war. After having had his life turned 
upside down, a man wants above all to recreate the 
peace and quiet of bygone days. How characteris- 
tic was the letter of a soldier in World War II in 
which he told his parents that when he came home 
he wanted everything to be exactly as it had been 
before he left, even to the furniture and the pictures 
in his room being in the same position. Similarly 
many a man will stoutly express his conviction that 
the Church should not concern itself with modern 
economic and social problems, but stick to the old 
Biblical truths, or he will ring the changes on “ the 
old-time religion, ’tis good enough for me.” He may 
honestly believe that he is speaking on the basis of 
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careful reasoning, but actually he is expressing his 
fear of anything that may change or disturb his 
life. 

We must realize, however, that the desire for the 
preservation of things as they were in the past is 
an indication of our fear of the future. The past 
has come and gone. We can know it from begin- 
ning to end and no one can change it. It is strange 
but true that no matter how difficult and fearful 
the past has been, we forget all this aspect of it. We 
idealize and sentimentalize about the good old days. 
Invariably but usually unconsciously we think of 
it in contrast to the future. The past presents no 
fears, but we have no knowledge of what life ahead 
will bring and we unconsciously, if not consciously, 
fear the unknown future. 


As we contemplate this post-war world and then 
think about the future, fears aplenty rise in our 
minds. We have seen the enthusiasm for the ideal 
of the achievement of permanent world peace, 
which stirred everyone directly after the close of 
the war, gradually wane. It looks now less likely 
than it did then that a determined attempt to apply 
the ideals of the Atlantic Charter will ever be made. 
Instead of the nations of the world drawing closer 
together in meeting the task of creating permanent 
peace, they are moving farther apart and finding 
it increasingly difficult to engage in any form of 
cooperative action. We hear prophecies on all sides 
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of the inevitability of World War II and we shud- 
der to think of what that will almost certainly 
mean for civilization in the light of our knowl- 
edge of the effect of modern atomic and biological 
warfare. 

We hate to consider what may result from racial 
tension after the unity of purpose given by the 
war is dissipated. There are those who bid us fear 
lest our country find itself a totalitarian or Fascist 
state. Others bid us beware lest we “ go Commu- 
nist.” Is it any wonder that a septuagenarian friend 
remarked to me the other day, “‘ You will have to 
reckon with these problems, but as for me, I thank 
God that T’ll be dead.” The fear of life makes my 
friend hope for the release of death. 


Dealing with such fears, all religion and particu- 
larly our Christian faith can be of tremendous help 
Pa to us. Christianity does not promise 
Religion security or protection from fear or 
Can Help adversity, but rather it promises to 
those who commit themselves to God with faith, 
the strength to overcome fear and the courage to 
meet all manner of danger. 

John MacMurry in Freedom in the Modern World 
expresses this emphasis of our Christian faith in a 
telling way: ‘‘ To the man who is afraid of poverty, 
it (the religion of Christ) does not say, ‘ God will 
save you from losing your money.’ It says, ‘ Sup- 
pose you do lose your money, what is there to be 
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afraid of in that?’ If the fear of suffering and 
death haunts you, real religion says, ‘ Yes, of course 
you will suffer and of course you will die, but there 
is nothing to be afraid of in that.’ It does not say, 
as all false religion and false idealism does in effect: 
‘Shut your eyes to things you are afraid of; pre- 
tend that everything is for the best in the best of 
all possible worlds, and there are ways of getting 
the divine power to your side, so that you will be 
protected from all the things you are afraid of. 
They may happen to other people, but God will see 
to it that they don’t happen to you.’ On the con- 
trary, true religion says, ‘Look the facts you are 
afraid of in the face; see them in all their brutality 
and ugliness; and you will find not that they are 
unreal, but that they are not to be feared.’ ” 

Isn’t this a striking interpretation of Jesus’ dec~ 
laration: “In the world ye shall have tribulation: 
but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.” 
(John 16: 33) “And I say unto you my friends, 
Be not afraid of them that kill the body, and after 
that have no more that they can do.” (Luke 12: 4) 

How can we conquer fear? I believe there is only 
one way, namely, that of absolute trust and con- 
fidence in God. We must “ Rest in the Lord.” There 
is a beautiful but little known incident in the Old 
Testament when Hezekiah, King of Judah, found 
his country caught between the wars of the more 
powerful neighbors and had to decide which way 
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to turn. We are told that “he went up into the 
House of the Lord and spread it before the Lord.” 
(II Kings 19: 15) So we must spread our difficulties 
before the Lord with faith and confidence that 
He will guide us. 

Think of all that Jesus had to fear as He looked 
forward to what His enemies would do to Him. 
And He did fear. The prayer in Gethsemane, 
“Lord, let this cup pass from me,” revealed that 
He experienced human fear. He faced it in cold 
reality and conquered it. Think of the release from 
fear when He said, “‘ Lord, not my will but Thine 
be done.”’ His fear was swallowed up in faith. Fear 
returned again on the Cross and He cried, “‘ My 
God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?” But 
again He conquered and said, “ Father, into Thy 
hands I commend my spirit.” Only as we daily re- 
dedicate ourselves in prayer will we begin to know 
that complete faith which is the heart of our re- 
ligion. This faith is nowhere more vividly expressed 
than in the Psalms, with their contagious trust and 
confident spirit. Listen to the Psalmist: 

*“T sought the Lord, and he heard me, and de- 
livered me from all my fears.” (Psalm 34: 4) 

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the 
shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art 
with me, thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.” 
(Psalm 23: 4) 

* The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom 
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then shall I fear? the Lord is the strength of my 
life; of whom then shall I be afraid?” (Psalm 
27: 1) 

% 


PRAYER 


Almighty God, Who art the spirit of calm and 
the central peace of the Universe, grant us such a 
consciousness of Thy indwelling presence that we 
may have utter confidence in Thee and be filled 
with that faith and love that casts out all fear, 
through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 
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